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Consumer food waste behaviour in universities: Sharing as a means of prevention 
 
Abstract 
 
In order to tackle food waste at the prevention stage of the waste hierarchy, an understanding 
of behaviour that leads to wastage is required. This article examines consumer food waste 
behaviour in a university setting and the implications for encouraging sharing as a means of 
mitigating food waste. The embodied and embedded nature of consumption and wasteful 
behaviours are contended giving explanation to the transition of food into waste. By 
undertaking a mixed method study and a social media based intervention, behaviour that 
causes food to be wasted within a campus environment is discussed, furthering the current 
domestic focus of research. The paper argues that consumer food waste behaviour can be better 
understood by focusing on the practices, routines and habits of consumers given the hidden 
nature of the food waste issue. A number of barriers are also presented regarding the sharing of 
food as a means of food waste prevention. 
 
Key Words 
Food waste, waste prevention, embodied and embedded consumption, behaviour change, 
practices 
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Consumer food waste behaviour in universities: Sharing as a means of prevention 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Food waste is growing along with modern consumption habits attributable to consumers’ 
wasteful behaviour, attitudes and practices (Evans, 2014; Evans et al., 2013; Farr-Wharton et 
al., 2014a). In the UK, a developed food and manufacturing sector retails high volume, low 
cost food causing increasing perishable food waste at consumer level (Caswell, 2008; Parfitt et 
al., 2010; Mena et al., 2011). Despite having the 2nd largest population in the EU, the UK 
contributes the most by country to the 89 million tonnes of food wasted each year by this 
continent (European Commission, 2010). Of this food waste (considered here as food that can 
no longer be consumed by humans) the majority originates at consumer level with 60% of this 
waste deemed avoidable (Bray, 2013), defined as food or ‘leftovers’ that are still edible 
(Alexander et al., 2013). The wastage of food in its edible, consumption state is a paramount 
issue embedded within economic, environmental and societal issues of inequality, food 
security and hunger (Evans et al., 2013; Evans, 2014). There is a lack of knowledge in certain 
contexts of understanding why so much food is wasted with the UK government, for example, 
stating in the 2011 waste review that “we do not yet have a detailed understanding of the 
quantities of food waste arising from much of the public sector” (DEFRA 2011:59). Within 
Higher Education Institutions specifically, mitigation of food waste is important in order to 
meet a targeted 83% reduction in emissions by 2050 (HEFCE, 2012). Overall, consumers 
across contexts are an important focal point in addressing the creation, reduction and ultimate 
prevention of food waste. 
 
The most efficient means of mitigating food waste is to focus on preventative actions within 
the waste hierarchy (Quested et al., 2013). Such actions involve preventing food from 
becoming or being characterised as waste, discouraging practices that lead to waste by seeking 
to actively change behaviour (Cox et al., 2010), and rethinking the current practices and 
systems in place (Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). Understanding consumer behaviour related to 
food consumption therefore is important in developing more sustainable consumer food waste 
behaviours. Factors of embodiedness (bodily, visceral affects and actions) and embeddedness 
(the micro and macro context of actions) give explanation to the way in which we interact we 
food within our everyday lives (Warde, 1997; Goodman and Sage, 2013), and therefore also 
hold influence over the transition of food into waste. One approach that has sought to explain 
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this link between food consumption and food waste behaviours is a focus on practices in the 
form of everyday routines actions and habits (Evans et al., 2012). In essence a practice based 
approach focuses on the performativity of behaviour encompassing elements such as embodied 
and embeddedness as well as ways of knowing that cut across agency and structure (Reckwitz, 
2002; Halkier, 2009;). This focus on actions and materiality can be justified due to attitude-
behaviour gaps in consumer behaviour (Boulstridge and Carrigan, 2000; Warde 2005; 2014) 
and the unrealised nature of wasteful actions hidden within modern throwaway societies (de 
Coverly et al., 2008; Hawkins, 2005).  
 
Research exploring food waste behaviours has covered the household in-depth (Nye and 
Burgess, 2008; Evans, 2012a; Evans, 2012b; Quested et al., 2013, Stefan et al., 2013; Watson 
and Meah, 2013; Abeliotis et al., 2014; Farr-Wharton et al., 2014a; Graham-Row et al., 2014; 
Tucker and Farrelly, 2015; Stancu et al., 2016) however there is a lack of research outside this 
space as well as a need to focus on preventative rather than reductive solutions at the consumer 
level. Extant literature on Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) has treated waste as a material 
detailing its composition and innovative ways to deal with and reduce the volume of disposal 
material (Felder et al., 2001; Mbuligwe, 2002; Mason et al., 2003; Armijo de Vega et al., 
2008; Babich and Smith, 2010). There is a need to understand why consumers are generating 
so much food waste within this setting and actively implement initiatives to prevent it. 
Specifically there is a need to move away from individualised approaches that frame the 
problem of food waste as one at the consumer level in order to account for behaviour to wider 
factors reflected in the organisation of everyday routines and habits, a stance that is currently 
absent from policy (Evans et al., 2013).  
 
This study examines consumer’ food waste behaviour within the context of HEIs using a study 
setting of a University in the West Midlands, UK. The study employed mixed qualitative 
methods and implemented an intervention to encourage sharing as a means of preventing food 
from being wasted which facilitated exploration of the link between food consumption and 
food waste behaviour. Firstly an understanding was sought of how students and staff consume 
food on campus, followed by an analysis of their consumption behaviour that led to the 
wastage of food. Knowledge of how the university managed food waste was also examined to 
explore how institutional procedures influence consumer food waste behaviour within this 
space. Emphasis was placed on consumers’ everyday routines and habits involved in 
consumption and wastage of food whilst also taking into account attitudes and motivations. A 
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contribution is made regarding the embodied and embedded nature of consumer food waste 
behaviour. 
 
The paper is arranged in the following manner: First a review of literature outlines current 
work in the area consumer food waste behaviour and how more sustainable consumption 
behaviours can be encouraged. This is followed by the methodology section detailing the 
mixed method approach employed. The paper then moves to present findings and give a 
discussion of consumer’s food waste behaviour and the practice of sharing food as a means of 
preventing the wastage of food. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
CONSUMER FOOD WASTE BEHAVIOUR 
 
Preventing food from being wasted requires an understanding of consumer behaviour related to 
food before its transition into waste, in its consumption or ‘in-use’ state (Quested et al., 2013). 
Consumer food waste behaviour therefore has a context consisting of the circumstances within 
which the food is consumed that characterises the point at which food becomes waste (Evans, 
2011). Food as a material is transgressive and boundary crossing with regards to consumer 
interaction, which is constructed from “spaces and places, nature and culture, society and 
technology, bodies and environments, the personal and the political, ethics and morality” 
(Kniazeva and Venkatesh, 2007; Goodman and Sage 2013:6). The behaviour of consuming 
food involves and relates to a range of activities surrounding provision, eating and disposal  
(planning, organizing, shopping, purchasing, storage, preparation, eating, re-use and disposal) 
extending across social, cultural, economic and environmental realms in the developed world 
(Kniazeva and Venkatesh 2007). 
 
Embodiment and embeddedness represent key features of consumption behaviour. With 
regards to embodiment, Goodman and Sage (2013) emphasize how the act of eating food forms 
intimate relationships of a variety of feelings and affects with the body such as visceral aspects 
of taste, appearance, smell and touch, as well as pleasure, disgust, authenticity, place, 
production and power. The body is a central element of consumption, active in the construction 
of consumer’s habits (Wilhite, 2012; Warde, 2014) such as knowledge of food health risks 
(Kristensen et al., 2013) and the performance of energy consuming actions (Wallenborn and 
Wilhite, 2014). The embeddedness relates to how consumer actions can be placed in a micro 
and macro context extending from local level constructions of space to global level food 
politics (Shove et al., 2012; Warde 2014). Sites of food consumption such as the kitchen 
reproduce social, cultural and economic factors through the storing and cooking of food 
(Southerton, 2001) with wider societal commitments directly influencing the regularity of 
eating habits (Fonte, 2013; Lund and Gronow, 2014). Within the consumption of food, a 
consumer can be placed within a complex sphere of relationships and interactions, “a visceral 
reminder of how we variously inhabit the axes of economics, gender, sexuality, history, 
ethnicity and class” (Probym 2000:9).  
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Research has already shown how our interactions with waste can be accountable to a disregard 
for the environment (Hawkins, 2005) with technological development in the disposal and 
processing of waste removing further thought of wastage within the habits of everyday life 
(O’Brien, 2007). Thompson’s (1979) rubbish theory outlines this process of how consumer 
products decrease in value over time to become classified as waste. In the case of food this is 
undertaken over a shortened period undergoing a transformation from surplus to excess (Evans, 
2014). The work of David Evans has been prolific in exploring this transition within the 
context of the household highlighting consumer anxieties of food safety and over provisioning 
as well as the temporalities that cause surplus food to ‘slip’ into excess (Evans 2012a; Evans 
2012b; Evans et al., 2013). Evans (2014:xv) argues that the transition of “food into waste 
occurs as a more or less mundane consequence of the ways in which practices of everyday and 
domestic life are currently carried out, and the various factors that shape the prevailing 
organization of food consumption”.  Actions surrounding domestic provision such as having an 
organised and informed system of purchasing (Stefan et al., 2013) and storing food (Farr-
wharton et al., 2014a) and as well as the interpretation and negotiation of food safety 
information (Watson and Meah, 2013) have been linked to consumer food waste behaviour 
within the home. This link encompasses both embodied and embedded factors reflected in 
Southerton and Yates’ (2015:136-137) identification of six factors that connect behaviours of 
food consumption and food wastage: ‘food safety and health; variety and plenty; care; 
convenience; economy; extravagancy and indulgence’. 
 
The transition of food into waste is not necessarily a linear process and behaviour that causes 
food to be delayed or re-defined as edible rather than being wasted is critical to prevention. 
Research has shown how the classification of food as waste is re-negotiated through the 
consumption of leftovers within the household (Cappellini, 2009; Cappellini and Parson, 
2013). Evans (2012a) describes a number of ‘conduits’ through which food waste is reduced 
and prevented by being saved and used in some form. Such research on both the transition of 
food to waste and the negotiation of this process is occupied by behaviour linked to provision, 
eating, preparation and disposal located within the household. A lack of knowledge exists 
regarding this transition outside the home with understanding of consumer food waste 
behaviour outside this space potentially providing a critical insight into the embodied and 
embedded nature of such behaviour. 
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ENCOURAGING MORE SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION BEHAVIOURS  
 
A pre-occupation of sustainable and ethical consumption is research that seeks to not only give 
explanation to negative environmental behaviours but also how best to change consumer 
behaviour for the better. There are two prominent approaches amongst others that have sought 
to address this problem. On the one hand research attempts to be ‘methodologically 
individualistic’ encouraging sustainable behaviour by focusing on consumer’s agency (Warde 
and Southerton 2012; Welch and Warde, 2015), framing their behaviour on an individual, 
cognitive level (Udehn, 2002). This utilises an attitudinal basis to facilitate a change in 
behaviour for example through incentives or penalties used to either reward or fine positive or 
negative environmental activities (Stern, 2000; Nye and Burgess, 2008), or by promoting and 
encouraging desirable behaviours by informing consumers (Burchell et al., 2012). Here 
behaviour change is understood in relation to the ‘sovereign consumer’ who acts solely 
according to factors that influence their choices and intentions (Norton et al., 1998). Such 
approaches have been criticised as they have yet to demonstrate the scale of impact needed to 
lead to a noticeable social change (Shove, 2010; Evans et al., 2012), limited in providing short-
term rather than long-term behaviour changes as they overlook the way in which consumption 
is located in everyday collective actions (Moloney and Strengers, 2014). A ‘value-action’ 
(Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006) or ‘attitude-behaviour’ gap (Boulstridge and Carrigan, 2000; 
Carrington et al., 2014; Shaw et al., 2015) has been observed in consumer behaviour as such 
interventions rely on consumer’s egotistic and altruistic intentions towards the environment in 
order to change their behaviour (Schuitema and de Groot, 2015), with a discrepancy between 
holding green values and acting upon them (Spaargaren, 2011). However the validity of this 
polarisation of attitudes and behaviour has been questioned (Moraes et al., 2012) with more 
sustainable consumption shown to be possible through individualised empowerment within a 
collective context of actions (Belkin et al., 2007; Connolly and Prothero, 2008).  
 
In light of the limitations of explanations of behaviour based solely on the individual 
consciousness, academics in the field of consumption have turned to theories of practice as an 
alternative approach (Warde, 2005;2014). This theory has several readings (Reckwitz, 2002) 
however a ‘practice-orientated approach’ has emerged (Corradi et al., 2010) to interpret 
behaviour as a collective of ‘doing’ actions known as practices which are continually 
constructed, challenged and modified over time (Schatzki, 2001; Shove et al., 2012). The key 
difference in approaches is explained by Evans et al. (2012:116) in noting that “ecologically 
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damaging forms of consumption are not seen as a problem of individual consumer behaviour; 
rather they are understood as embedded within the prevailing organisation of practices”.  
Consumption here is understood as taking place through practices that are recursively 
reproduced as part of everyday routines (Warde, 2005; 2014). Such an approach has allowed 
investigation into the “unremarkable and unrecordable” nature of consumption behaviour, 
being so mundane within everyday life it is invisible to the individual (Warde and Southerton 
2012:6), with little work in the area of food and food waste using a practice approach 
(exceptions include: Halkier, et al., 2011; Domaneschi, 2012; Fonte, 2013; Sahakian and 
Wilhite, 2013; Southerton and Yates, 2015). 
 
Attempting to change these everyday routine practices is an effective but challenging method 
of addressing negative environmental behaviour (Røpke, 2009). Hargreaves’s (2011:90) 
endeavour to “de-routinize existing waste habits and re-routinize new ones” for example was 
met with opposition due its placement within legal obligations of data protection, cleanliness 
and hygiene with participants seeing any effort to change their wastage habits as an invasion of 
privacy. Sahakian and Wilhite (2013:40) discuss changes to behaviour through the 
modification and introduction of new practices in the context of food and drink detailing the 
need to identify all “agentive aspects of a particular practice” in order to facilitate change. 
Consumption practices are inherently complex and are entangled within the everyday lives of 
individuals (as carriers of practice) (Shove et al., 2012) and any attempt to change behaviour 
through the modification or introduction of new practices involves a degree of negotiation 
(Berthou, 2013). The variations in the performance of practices and the overlap of defining and 
linking practices with specific consumer behaviours (Shove and Walker, 2010; Bellotti and 
Mora, 2014) also present difficulties in attempting to modify or change practices as an 
intervention. 
 
Given the literature reviewed above, this study sought to investigate the embodied and 
embedded aspects consumer food waste behaviour. The focus of food waste behaviours in a 
HEI setting aimed to fill a knowledge gap regarding the transition of food into waste at 
consumer level outside the home. The paper also presents the barriers of attempting to prevent 
food waste by encouraging the sharing of food using a social media based intervention. A 
mixed method approach is detailed below along with a description of the intervention. 
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METHODOLOGY 
 
A university in the West Midlands area of the UK was used as a study site, employing three 
stages of data collection using a mixed method approach over a four month period. This 
fieldwork design was consistent with the research aim of furthering the embodied and 
embedded nature of food waste behaviour as well as using an intervention to encourage 
sustainable behaviour through sharing food to mitigate wastage. A multi-sited approach was 
taken to conduct research across a number of spaces as the campus area included eight food 
outlets. This approach allowed the researcher to acknowledge the interconnected nature of 
spaces and frame the field of enquiry (Amit, 2000; Pink, 2000; Pink, 2007). Moraes et al. 
(2012) uses a multi-sited approach in exploring the attitude-behaviour gap noting its ability to 
facilitate the employment of mixed methods. Three key groups were targeted; students, 
academic and operations staff as they actively inhabited the campus on a daily basis, with 
students and staff regularly performing food consumption behaviour. Catering staff were of 
specific interest given their role in the everyday routines of managing food and its disposal.  
 
The first stage involved a survey to record information on attitudes and awareness of food 
waste, its relation to other environmental concerns and motivations to reduce food waste. 
Participants were recruited on campus at an environmental awareness event and through a 
faculty wide email. In order to mitigate attitude forcing, 9 open questions were used enquiring 
into participant behaviour of a total of 19 questions and 104 were completed. This stage also 
involved ethnographic observation to capture of typical consumer behaviour at each of the 
eight catering outlets at three different time periods. A realist approach was employed to make 
self-reflective notes on consumer behaviour whilst being aware of the limitations of knowledge 
constructed through the researcher’s gaze and the impact of the researcher on the environment 
being studied (Creswell, 2007). This method was beneficial in observing daily patterns of food 
waste by consumers and how staff managed waste in dining areas. 
 
In the second stage semi-structured interviews gained an insight into the nature of catering 
operations.  Five interviews with staff from different catering outlets were conducted enquiring 
into the nature of catering operations, practices employed to manage wastage levels and the 
habits of customers. Three focus groups were also undertaken to establish the extent of 
participant’s knowledge of the issue of food waste and facilitate discussion on behaviours that 
cumulate, reduce and prevent food waste. Groupings of staff, students and catering staff were 
  11 
shown a presentation of images and information on food waste at global, national and regional 
level to stimulate conversation. The focus groups facilitated the construction of opinions and 
arguments allowing participants to negotiate meanings (Cook and Crang, 1995). 
 
The final stage of the research involved the implementation of an intervention as a means of 
modifying current food waste behaviour. Research in the area of human computer interaction 
has previously shown how social media offers a space for social comparison and 
accountability, influencing norms and giving feedback on environmental impact (Froehlich et 
al., 2010; Foster and Lawson, 2013; Foster and Lineham, 2013). Such research gives examples 
of how routine waste practices can be challenged. Farr-Wharton et al. (2014b) explore the role 
of mobile applications in reducing household food waste, highlighting the hesitation and 
reluctance to share food. Comber and Thieme (2013) generate awareness of wasteful habits by 
uploading pictures of bin contents onto the social media site Facebook. Ganglbauer et al. 
(2013) also exemplify how technology can be used to modify negative environmental 
behaviour allowing consumers to view the contexts of their fridge whilst shopping to prevent 
over-provision of food. 
 
The intervention in this study consisted of a social media tool on the platform Twitter that 
allowed participants to send messages to inform others of food that would have otherwise been 
wasted within the study setting. The social media tool operated as a means of interrupting the 
linear process of consumers consuming and throwing away food on campus; its workings are 
explained in figure 1. Awareness and participation in the tool was encouraged through 
promotion via existing social media channels at the university and a poster campaign. 
 
INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE 
 
A thematic analysis was employed to qualitative data collated across the survey, focus groups, 
semi-structured interviews and ethnographic notes. Aspects of embodied and embeddedness of 
food and the practice-based approach taken informed the coding and condensing process 
(Halkier and Jensen, 2011). Content generated through the interaction of consumers via the 
social media tool was also collated however there was insufficient usage to justify an in-depth 
coding of findings. Reasons for consumer’s lack of engagement in the sharing intervention are 
discussed in the subsequent section amongst consumer food waste behaviour on and off 
campus and sharing as a means of food waste prevention. 
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 
The findings presented and discussed firstly outline consumer’s food waste behaviour followed 
by an insight into sharing food as a means of food waste prevention. 
 
Consumer’s food waste behaviour on and off campus 
 
A lack of consumer awareness of the issue of food waste was apparent from survey and focus 
group findings. The majority of participants stated they wasted little if any food with two thirds 
of survey participants stating they wasted no food during their last meal eaten on campus thus 
emphasising the hidden nature of food waste behaviours. Within the food supply chain, 
consumers located actors in the transportation and production of food as the primary cause of 
food waste, rather than identifying the consumer as shown in the following quote from the 
student focus group. 
 
“If you look at countries that grow that food they also don’t have the transportation 
and the storage and the refrigeration 
So they are wasting loads over there before it even gets here and that’s not really 
something I really thought about but as soon as I read about that I was like yea of 
course 
So it’s not even us that’s wasting loads it’s the whole supply chain, which is even more 
terrible” (undergraduate student) 
 
There was great surprise by focus group participants to learn that food waste from UK 
consumers greatly outweighs waste from manufacturers and retailers, supporting the 
unacknowledged nature of food waste at consumer level (Hawkins, 2005). Students in 
particular felt that as consumers they wasted little, drawing upon the idea that they are ‘too 
poor to waste food’. Motivations for taking action on food waste were found to be inherently 
personal such as the need to save money rather than connecting the issue of food waste with 
wider problems in the food system. This suggests that consumer actions to mitigate food waste 
are not underline by egotistic intensions and green values differing from actions taken on other 
environmental issues (Schuitema and de Groot, 2015). Typical actions implemented to reduce 
and prevent food waste were linked to the routines of food provision, preparation, consumption 
and disposal in the home. Nearly a third of survey respondents stated that they regularly 
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monitored their portion sizes to prevent food waste. A fifth of respondents stated that they 
saved food and ate it at a later date and other answers included always eating all food served, 
meal planning, checking used by dates and sharing food with others. Here consumers can be 
seen as actively drawing upon everyday food consumption habits when giving explanation to 
behaviours that either cause or mitigate food wastage.  The consumption of food extends across 
a number of actions from provision to disposal that can be seen to also shape food waste 
behaviours (Kniazeva and Venkatesh 2007), showing how such behaviours can be placed 
within mundane routines and habits located within the home (Evans, 2012a) 
 
It is questionable whether the actions consumers indicated they undertook to reduce and 
prevent food from being wasted were consistent when undertaken outside the home. For 
example catering staff noted that students were particularly wasteful whilst dining at the 
university. 
 
“They do waste quite a lot especially when they first get their money; they seem to 
spend it all and then don’t eat it” (Catering staff member) 
 
This was noted to be attributable to living away from home and the lack of experience in 
managing student loan funds according to catering staff.  Here an economic tie is evident in the 
availability and timing of student loan funds that drives wastage through facilitating food 
consumption practices such as purchasing meals on campus. This suggests that social 
commitments, such as entering into higher education in this case, can be seen to influence both 
food consumption and subsequent food waste behaviours through engagement in new routines 
and responsibilities (Lund and Gronow, 2014). 
 
The ethnographic observations and insight into consumer behaviour by catering staff 
highlighted how consumer food waste behaviours were embedded within the study setting. For 
example the time-constrained nature of study and work in a university environment contributed 
towards the hidden nature of food waste as explained by one staff member: 
 
“The lack of infrastructure that can be access by an individual to recycle food is 
inhibiting, how much time does it take to reduce food waste? Lunch tends to be a quick 
meal in a short break (if one stops working at all) so convenience is essential” 
(Academic staff member) 
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The working and studying practices of staff and students created an ‘on the go’ busyness which 
countered any conscious thought of both food waste actions and the issue in general, suiting 
the consumption of convenience food and removing the further thought of disposal. This was 
accentuated by the cleaning roles undertaken by catering staff in dining areas, operating an 
efficient service of regularly clearing and cleaning away dirty plates and waste left on tables. 
This removed the responsibility from consumers to deal with any remaining food left thus 
hiding both the spectacle of food waste and the need for diners to make any active effort to 
dispose of their wasted food. This suggests that in a time pressured environment where a 
consumer’s have preference for convenience and are absent from the provision and preparation 
of food, responsibility of managing disposal is lost and transferred to the working practices of 
catering staff. This exemplifies points made by Warde (2014) regarding the importance of 
routines and habits within a local context in giving explanation to consumption behaviour.  
Consumer’s food waste behaviours were embedded within the campus setting and unlike in the 
household, consumers only interacted within food in its edible state thus the reasons for 
wasting food differed from in the home where waste is linked to provision, preparation and 
knowledge of storing and cooking food (Watson and Meah, 2013; Farr-Wharton et al., 2014a). 
 
Visceral standards linked to the bodies senses such as the appearance, feel, taste and smell 
were also found to influence consumer food waste behaviour. 
 
“Every now and again I just have a clear out of the fridge of loads of stuff that’s fresh, 
I’m picky as well with fresh stuff so tomatoes, they have to be firm, if they’re not firm I 
bin them …… I won’t buy any carrots or potatoes that I’ve not handpicked myself and 
looked at” (Academic staff member) 
 
This quote emphasises the embodiedness of food in how our senses are important enablers in 
both consumption and wastage (Wilhite, 2012). The study saw similar findings to Kristensen et 
al. (2013) with consumers drawing upon their senses and factors of trust in negotiating the 
edible state of food. On campus the taste and appearance of food served by the catering outlets 
was stated as a reason that contributed towards its wastage. Consumers noted that they ‘lost 
interest’ in food and that it was ‘tasteless’ showing its inability to meet the visceral standards 
for food to be inciting enough to justify consumption, thus contributing towards wastage.  
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Food sharing as a means of food waste prevention 
 
When implementing the social media tool as a means of sharing food on campus to prevent 
food waste, a number of barriers were experienced and the tool failed to achieve any 
considerable change only being infrequently used over the study period. However by 
evaluating why this initiative failed to have the foreseen impact, critical information is 
uncovered on consumer’s engagement with sharing food as a means of food waste prevention 
enabling further insight into consumer food waste behaviour. Discussing the social media tool 
with consumers, the general consensus was that this was a ‘good’ and ‘positive’ thing however 
there was a distinct gap between the intentions of consumers and their actions (Vermeir and 
Verbeke, 2006). 
 
Consumers held heightened visceral standards for food shared via the social media tool. The 
relationship between the person donating and consuming the shared food was important in 
facilitating trust that the food was edible and not contaminated. Previous research has shown 
that instances when food is shared take place within the home where consumers are linked 
through domestic practices of provisioning and consumption that reflect family values (Evans, 
2014). Without a social relation between the two sharing actors, caution and concern over food 
was expressed as shown by a catering staff member. 
 
“Some people might feel like it’s dirty food, I don’t know who you are, I don’t know if 
you’ve got a cold, that sort of stuff” (Catering staff member) 
 
Without being able to draw upon knowledge of the conditions of the food’s preparation and 
subsequent interaction; appearance, smell, feel and taste are relied upon to determine the 
edibility of food. The body was critical in negotiating the safety of food with these senses 
heightened in circumstances where consumers had concerns over the safety of the food shared 
or held limited trust with the donator (Wilhite, 2012). Wallenborn and Wilhite (2014) discuss 
how the body plays an important role in constructing embodied knowledge and its influence on 
the performance of practices. This can be furthered to note the importance of the social context 
the practice is performed within, noting here the heightened role of the body in consumption 
practices on campus. Outside the home, the donator and how this person handled the food 
played a more influential role than how food safety is negotiated in the home (Watson and 
Meah, 2013). 
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The tool placed the person sharing the food in a position of responsibility that food was in an 
edible condition and the lack of replies to disseminated messages showed a lack of trust 
through virtual means to recover and consume food that would otherwise be wasted. Similar 
findings were observed to Farr-Wharton et al. (2014b) in that consumers lacked trust to 
facilitate sharing with others due to not holding appropriate knowledge that food was safe to 
eat; knowledge that is typically embedded in domestic food consumption practices within cases 
of sharing in households (Evans, 2014). Where food was shared, relationships formed through 
other practices, such as working relationships, were used to justify this behaviour and facilitate 
the sharing and prevention of food waste. The bonding and identity formation Kniazera and 
Venkatesh (2007) associated with collective consumption and sharing food was not observed 
suggesting that mitigation of food waste does not have the same social justification to bring 
people together. 
 
A further finding was that the rules and procedures embedded within university structures 
prevented both the sharing of food and consumers accessing shared food. Strategies to tackle 
food waste were viewed through a waste management lens, tackling food waste as a problem 
of material management rather than changing behaviours that lead food to be wasted, 
emphasising the need for a greater focus on preventative actions further up the waste hierarchy 
(Quested et al., 2013; Papargyropoulou et al., 2014). 
 
Spatial limitations were observed as students were unable to access all areas of the campus to 
collect shared food and staff disapproved of the idea that students would access spaces pre-
dominantly occupied by staff. This is supported by the fact that there was an inherent 
ownership of food. With food delivered by the catering services for meetings, staff disagreed 
that the food should be shared with others outside their department as well as with students, 
preferring their immediate colleagues to have first opportunity to consume such food. This 
suggests that working relationships facilitate sharing and collective food waste prevention 
despite the disconnect with other food consumption practices such as provision and 
preparation. Instances where such food was shared however were marked by feelings of guilt 
as one staff member noted: 
 
“We literally have got no shame in our office, if we’ve had a meeting and there’s loads 
of food left over, normally it’s because we’ve paid for it, we’ll just clear the lot and 
take it back to the office” (Academic staff member) 
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Evident here is the particularly negative attitude towards consuming food that is classified as 
waste but still in an edible capacity. Recovering food from being wasted was constructed as 
‘shameful’ highlighting that acquiring food by such means is seen as unacceptable. Consumers 
expressed concern and guilt over obtaining food via re-covering or re-circulation means, a 
practice that associated with thrift in the home (Cappellini, 2009), exemplifying how a cultural 
norm influences the conduits of disposal (Evans, 2012a). This is also emphasised in the 
following discussion during the student focus group on whether freeganism (the practice of 
reclaiming and eating discarded food) was acceptable. 
 
Student 1: “Access to food is a human right, that’s the way she has had to go and 
get food she shouldn’t be prosecuted for that” 
Student 2: “but isn’t the right to food.... isn’t it that you have to be able to obtain 
food in a socially acceptable way” 
“In society it’s not really acceptable to be rummaging in bins” 
Student 3: “But who is deeming this not acceptable?” 
Student 2: “Society is but it doesn’t mean it’s not a good idea but it’s just not 
normal” (student focus group) 
 
This conversation again shows that interrupting the linear journey of food from creation to 
disposal is not seen as socially acceptable. Once food is classified as waste by either an 
individual or an organisation, recovering and then consuming this food is not seen as a normal 
means through which to acquire sustenance (Nguyen et al., 2014). The findings highlight the 
difficulty of introducing sharing as a means of changing behaviour due to pre-conceived ideas 
consumers held about ‘leftovers’. As one student notes “we are too prestigious a nation to ask 
for doggybags” signifying the alienation of practices of sharing and recovery of food outside 
the home and overall displacement of the prevention and reduction of food wastage from 
norms of behaviour. 
 
The factors described above give justification for the failure of the social media tool to 
encourage the prevention of food waste via the practice of sharing. Food waste behaviours 
were ingrained in practices that transgressed both the university and the home setting. Utilising 
a practice based approach has revealed how food consumption behaviour is interlinked with 
other behaviours in the form of sets of actions that determine routines and habits. Any 
modification or introduction of new behaviours thus involves a degree of negotiation of 
behaviour located in the habits and routines of the everyday (Berthou, 2013). The study 
  18 
suggests that agentive aspects of attitudes, values and motivations do not reflect consumer food 
waste behaviours as well as a motivational gap in that the social media tool required consumers 
to act on their knowledge and concern for the issue of food waste in order to share food 
(Vermeir and Verbeke, 2006). Attempting to establish a behavioural norm within a virtual 
space was also a barrier suggesting that technological applications that encourage new 
behavioural norms do not easily translate into an up take in sustainable behaviour. Overall 
there were inconsistencies in the reduction, prevention and re-distribution practices in the study 
setting with embodied and embedded factors limiting positive environmental behaviours. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
This study sought to explore consumer food waste behaviour and sharing as a means of 
preventing food waste using a university as a study setting. Moving away from framing 
negative environmental behaviour as a problem of the individual, the paper gives insights into 
food waste behaviours using a practice based approach. Such an approach was critical given 
the hidden, unrealised nature of food waste, involving an exploration of the everyday routines 
and habits that were both performed by and influenced consumer behaviour. This enabled an 
understanding of the role of agentive and structural elements in consumer food waste 
behaviour as well as the barriers to encouraging behaviour change in the form of a social media 
tool. 
 
Further understanding of consumer behaviour is critical to addressing food waste within a HEI 
setting. Food waste within universities can be attributed to an amalgamation of routines and 
habits with behaviour determined by the prevailing nature of practices and the associated 
behavioural norms within this space. Such behaviour was found to be encapsulated within 
embodied and embedded aspects of how we consume and interact with food across its 
transitions into waste. Embodiment and embeddedness were vehicles that facilitated the 
transition of food into waste integrating the complexity of practices causing inconsistent and 
anti-environmental behaviour. A university as a place of work positioned time constraints on 
eating, emphasising the need for food to be convenient and suit the temporalities of working 
practices removing thought and ability to prevent food waste. A further vehicle was the 
visceral way in which consumers interact with food and food waste as well as negotiating trust 
and the accepted norms of interrupting the linear journey of food into waste such as re-
circulating and recovering food.  
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Consumer’s motivations for mitigating food waste could not be connected with their behaviour 
as shown in the lack of awareness consumers hold for their behaviours that leads to food waste. 
Without interaction with food in earlier stages of food consumption such as preparation and 
storage, consumer food waste behaviour can be differentiated between settings, as practices 
that manage leftovers were not undertaken, suggesting their anchoring within domestic food 
consumption. The visceral interaction with food, notions of trust and cultural norms around 
acceptable sourcing of food were barriers to changing and introducing sharing as a means of 
preventing food waste. The study raises further questions over consumer food waste behaviour 
in different settings and how different sets of practices interact and influence both food 
consumption and food waste behaviour. Embodiedness and embeddedness is potentially a 
framework to be employed in exploring negative environmental behaviours further. Questions 
are also raised by gap between consumer’s motivations and their resulting behaviour with 
regards to the social media tool as well as consumer’s interaction and connection with food via 
such technological platforms. 
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